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Abstract: James Joyce had an exceptional interest in the
physiological or normal functions of the body. This is a
gastro-critical reading of the journey that food takes from
tongue to gut and beyond in Ulysses, Joyce’s modernist
novel written and published in Paris, 100 years ago this
year, on February 2, 1922 (1998).

James Joyce’s modernist novel Ulysses was published a
hundred years ago on February 2, 1922 (1998). It had
previously been serialised in America in the Little Review
until publication was abruptly terminated in 1920 because
Episode 12, “Nausicaa”, described Leopold Bloom
masturbating on Sandymount Strand (350). Previous to
this, in Episode 4, “Calypso”, readers witness Bloom
defecating while he gives a running commentary on his
bowel movements, from constipation to the effect of taking
laxatives. H. G. Wells was to write that Joyce had a “cloacal
obsession” (1917) and indeed, Joyce did have an
extraordinary interest in the natural functions of the body.
Ulysses caused disgust and outrage in an Ireland dominated
by a puritanical and repressive church (McCourt 2022)
and when Ulysses was finally published in book form in
1922, James Joyce’s name was already much maligned, and
the notoriety of the final chapter purportedly written by
Molly Bloom, gave it the final reputation of “erotica” (7).
In a 1934 lecture in Moscow, Karl Radek compared
Ulysses to a “heap of dung, crawling with worms,
photographed by a cinema apparatus through a
microscope.” Whereas Sergei Einstein, talking at the same
lecture series, argued that in Ulysses “for the first time you
have a literary text […] that is a literary discovery of almost
the same scope as the possibility of seeing the human
texture under a microscope for the first time, which is of
tremendous importance for physiologists.” (Tall 1987)
For those who haven’t read Ulysses yet, or have started
but never finished, let me tell you that breakfasts bookend
Leopold Bloom’s waking and his falling asleep. Beginning
at Episode 4, “Calypso”, his day is mapped out by meals
and food. Food defines Bloom: his humanity and
compassion; his doubts and insecurities; his aspirations
and his fantasies; but above all his principles and political
beliefs. Here is a brief chronological summary of Bloom’s
movements, drawing attention to his relationship with
food, that day.
“Know me come eat with me” (167) says Bloom, and we
do. From burnt kidneys in the “Calypso” episode, corpses
and cheese in “Hades” are followed by the “Lestrygonians”

chapter. The corporality of the clergy, Bloom’s aversion to
men and meat, his recourse to a cheese sandwich, and his
erotic memories of shared seedcake on Howth Hill, are all
in this food-laden episode. The interlude of “Wandering
Rocks” draws together some extra-circumstantial events
that are necessary to appreciate preceding and proceeding
events, such as Boylan’s seduction food hamper, and thus to
“Sirens”. Here, at last, in the Ormond Hotel, Bloom has a
good square meal in the loneliness of company, subsiding
into melancholia at the thought of his lost infant son, his
father taken by suicide, his faltering marriage and an
unconsummated love-affair, all represented and embodied
in the last sardine, left languishing under the sandwich
dome. Although “Cyclops” begins with a description of the
recently built Corporation vegetable market in Mary Street,
this episode is very much about orality and the barflies in
Barney Kiernan’s public house, the main consumption
being words and bile, bringing Bloom into conflict with the
Citizen. The latter prompts Bloom to espouse his
Jewishness, and cultural identification with Christ,
Mendelssohn and Marx, leading to his eventual evacuation
from the pub by an assault with an empty biscuit tin. In
“Nausicaa” he is excited by a titillating glimpse of Gerty
MacDowell’s knickers. In “Circe”, all the foods of the day
come back to haunt and assault him, beginning with a
barrage of cabbage stalks (545). He arrives at the brothel
breathless, with a stitch in his side, his pockets crammed
with a lukewarm pig’s crubeen and a cold sheep’s trotter
(413). Exhausted and spent, he rescues Stephen and they
repair to a temperance coffee hut provided for the
sustenance of late-night cabmen, where they buy stale buns
and drink inedible coffee, later rescinded by cocoa and a
secular communion in Bloom’s actual home in Eccles
Street. Alongside the remains of the lovers’ feast, the pantry
items on the dresser are itemised by Bloom, testifying to a
distillation of his material life amongst the dishes of sour
milk and fresh steak. As Bloom climbs into bed he
compares Molly’s buttocks to melons, and her breasts to
pears. Molly, teetering on the edge of sleep from post-coital
drowsiness is reminded of past events in her life that link
sex to food, and food to Bloom. She reimagines many of her
sexual encounters through the language of food, and
circuitously returns to Bloom, with her reminiscence of the
shared seedcake, and her present feigned outrage at Bloom’s
request for breakfast in bed on the morrow.
This shared seedcake is of symbolic importance
throughout the book. Bloom has already remembered the
occasion earlier in the day as he drinks a glass of Burgundy,
and it is here that we can see how Joyce understood the
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physiology of taste, and how it can also trigger emotions
and memory. As Bloom’s wife Molly says, he knows a lot of
mixed up things, especially about the body and the inside
(694). Joyce had in fact studied medicine for a while in
Paris and said that he was indebted to physiological
discourses in his youth, when allocating a body part to each
episode of Ulysses (Gilbert 30). When Bloom swallows the
glowing wine and it lingers on his palate, he remembers
how Molly “softly gave me in my mouth the seedcake warm
and chewed. Mawkish pulp her mouth had mumbled sweet
and sour with spittle” (167).
Joyce told his friend, and artist, Frank Budgen (1972)
that Ulysses was “the epic of the human body” (21), “the
words I write are adapted to express first one of [the body’s]
functions then another’, adding that “in “Lestrygonians’
the stomach dominates, and the rhythm of the episode is
that of the peristaltic movement” (21). The Homeric
reference is to the Lestrygonians who were cannibals. Had
Odysseus known the diet of the Lestrygonians, he would
not have let his companions moor their ships, but as they
entered the small harbour, the cannibals lay in wait on the
overhanging cliffs, and unaware they sailed straight in, like
a morsel of food into the gaping orifice of the mouth,
surrounded by a hedge of teeth (Gilbert 1969). According
to studies in modern and ancient Hebrew, various body
organs in humans and animals served an emotional or
logical role, mostly attributed to the brain and
the endocrine system. The kidney is mentioned in several
biblical verses in conjunction with the heart, and
the bowels were understood to be the seat of emotion such
as grief, joy and pain. In ancient sacrifices, the priests were
instructed to remove the kidneys and the adrenal gland
covering the kidneys of the sheep, goat and cattle offerings,
and to burn them on the altar, as the holy part of the
offering for God, never to be eaten. Joyce said that the
smell of offal hung over his novels and there are plenty of
references to them in Ulysses, usually denoting the poverty
and diet of working people.
Gustatory and olfactory motifs are strong in Ulysses, as
Bloom navigates Dublin through the streets of the city that
are coiled like intestines. These have the effect of stirring
hunger and stimulating saliva. Saliva is the first stage in
digestion. Joyce envisaged Dublin as a pulsating body—
and he devised a schema indicating which organ of the
body belongs to which episode of the novel. The organ for
“Calypso” is the kidney—the filter organ, which filters the
blood to create urine. In “Lestrygonians” it is the
oesophagus, the part of the alimentary canal that connects
the throat to the stomach by a muscular tube filled with
mucous membrane. The involuntary constriction and
relaxation of the muscles in this tube causes a wave like
movement to push chewed food in the intestine forwards
and is known as peristalsis, which is the technique that
Joyce designated for this episode. Bloom’s mind is
overtaken by thoughts of food and the sentences flow
peristaltically. Bloom’s hesitation, pauses, and incomplete
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movements through the day, especially in the context of
choice of meal or the venue for dining are represented by
textual fragments and confused syntax (Yared 2009).
Even before we swallow food, microbes are hard at
work. Chewing turns the food into a bolus or ball of
chewed food, and the microbes and saliva start their
work—Molly transfers her microbes to Bloom when she
transfers the chewed cake from her mouth to his. The
broken down mush is then pushed through the throat and
oesophagus, and into the stomach. Once the food reaches
the stomach the gastric juices break down the fats and then
slowly drip into the top of the small intestine called the
duodenum. Bloom knows all this, and as he gazes into
William Miller’s plumbing emporium and contemplates
the close-stools, or covered chamber pots, he says to
himself, “the biliary duct squirting liver gastric juice, coils
of intestines like pipes” and contemplates how something
that is swallowed will take a “tour around the body”, and
could be viewed with an X-Ray, if it was green, like a piece
of spinach (171).
Indeed, Bloom is correct, for nutrients in the food are
absorbed by the lining of the small intestine and
distributed around the body, leaving the rest for the
microbes. Our microbiome is an ecosystem of living things
and is sometimes known at the “Gut Garden”. Everyone’s
ecosystem is different, starting from time of birth, and can
be affected by Caesarean delivery and breast feeding. 99%
of our microbes are in our gut alongside 80% of our
immune system. Too much of a sterile environment can
prevent the development of a rich gut biodiversity.
In writing Ulysses Joyce aimed to put shape on the chaos
of society by encompassing and exposing the body in all its
vulgarity—and using hygiene as a way to tidy things up, or
to unblock and give voice to a new identity by
implementing a cure for constipation. The nineteenthcentury obsession with the stomach and digestion
coalesced with moral and political debate on diet (Bennet
2010) and into Ulysses. Advertisements featured in
newspapers for 1904 suggest that indigestion and
constipation were a scourge of society.
When Bloom visits the jakes in “Calypso”, the action is
restrained and accompanied by a gentle rhythm of yielding
and resisting. As Bloom sits on the toilet he counsels
himself not to strain, “No great hurry. Keep it a bit” (501).
Bloom doses himself with Cascara Sagrada to relieve the
constipation (510). This is a Spanish herbal remedy made
from the bark of Cascara Buckthorn, which advertised that
it promoted “peristalsis and stool evacuation, not to be
used by pregnant women or people with kidney problems”.
This appears to work as “gently, [Bloom] allowed his bowels
to ease themselves ... that constipation of yesterday quite
gone” (508).
The episode mimics obstruction and slow struggle and
this is the way to read the “Lestrygonians” food-laden,
peristaltic, episode. Not only is it difficult to read, but we
have to imagine the peristaltic push and pull of the
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substance of the words, yielding but resisting, until like
Bloom we have a successful outcome. We discover that
Bloom likes to read “at stool” (65), so that his bowels can
ease themselves slowly. Simultaneously reading and
allowing his bowels to move, the faeces are deposited, one
column at a time, during the digesting of words that
become his own “titbit” with a pun on the columns of print
in the popular and lowbrow British newspaper Titbits, and
his cylindrical shaped faeces (66). Zizek (2008) argues that
constipation can be an unconscious defence mechanism,
protecting against anxiety and inward feelings of
deterioration and chaos. The tumult in Bloom’s brain is
eased when dosing himself with a laxative and he reflects
on how comforting it would be if all “life might be so” (66).
Constipation is actually caused by lack of fiber. Fiber is
important in the gut and needs to be fermented by bacteria
to extract energy from the carbohydrates. Farting is caused
by fermentation of undigested or hurriedly eaten food. In
“Ithaca”, we learn that Bloom has a prospectus for the
Wonder Worker, “the world’s greatest remedy for rectal
complaints and instant relief in the discharge of gases”,
which has been erroneously sent to Mrs Bloom, or has it?
Bloom tells us that Molly suffers from flatulence caused by
an accumulation of gas in the alimentary canal; she gets
“swelled” after eating cabbage (67) and Molly herself tells
us that she had to let the “wind go free” after eating a sour
pork chop with rancid flesh (714). She goes on to say that
she would like to have a bedroom of her own, or at least
sleep in separate beds, so that she can fart in private.
At last, at the end of the food’s journey the caecum, a
small pouch connected to the junction of the small and
large intestines, is reached. This is often referred to as a
blind sack and in Ulysses at the end of the “Lestrygonians”
chapter, this motif is extended when Bloom helps a blind
man cross the road. All that is left, after the absorption of
the nutrients is waste. But is it waste? 75% of excrement is
water; this percentage is higher in vegetarians and maybe
this is the reason that Bloom thinks that vegetarians have
more poetical waves of the brain (158). The remaining 25%
is made of fibre, protein and fats that have not been fully
digested, and 30% to 50% of this is teeming with bacteria.
This means that the microbes continue their work even
after the waste has left our bodies and why animal manure
is used as a fertiliser. The microbes work their way into the
soil and help plants to grow, as Bloom notes when he
crosses his garden to the outside toilet. His practicality
combined with his interest in excreta leads him to think
about the properties inherent in manure from different
species of animal, and how it could be used in his garden to
benefit the growing of peas or lettuce, and thus providing
fresh greens to eat each day. Bloom considers that the soil
in his garden is “scabby” and that it would benefit from a
“good mulch of dung’, maybe from hen’s droppings, or
household slops, but the very best would be from cows that
had been fed on oilcakes (65–66).1
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He bent down to regard a lean file of spearmint growing
by the wall. […] Want to manure the whole place over,
scabby soil. A coat of liver of sulphur. All soil like that
without dung. Household slops […]. The hens in the next
garden: their droppings are very good top dressing. Best of
all though are the cattle, especially when they are fed on
those oilcakes. Mulch of dung.
As mentioned earlier, H. G. Wells thought that Joyce had a
cloacal obsession and was overly concerned with waste matter.
Brenda Maddox (1988) also wrote that Joyce found everything
connected with excretion unusually pleasurable (102), and
Bonnie Kime Scott (1984) adds that Joyce’s affinity for images
of excretion is explored in his writing through the cycle of
compost, decay and recirculation. In “Lestrygonians” Bloom
puts this more succinctly, “stuffing food in one hole and out
behind” adding “food, chyle, blood, dung, earth, food: have to
feed it like stoking an engine” (929). Here he is making
reference to this endless proliferation of material forms, and
how food will nurture the body that will become the corpse,
that will become the earth or the tree. When Molly asks him
the meaning of “metempsychosis” he explains to her, “Some
people believe we go on living in another body after death …
They used to believe you could be changed into an animal or a
tree” (62–63).
Moving Forward
In the past it was thought that all bacteria were harmful, and
a war was waged against them with antibiotics. In the Burton
Hotel, Bloom is disgusted by the lack of hygiene and talks
about microbes being transferred from one set of cutlery to
another by polishing with a dirty T-towel (161). But by the
beginning of this century, it has been possible to catalogue
the DNA in a sample of soil, or seawater, or feces, and
discover new species. It has been discovered that there are
good bacteria that fight off the bad ones such as E.coli and
salmonella. Helping to maintain the health and integrity of
the gut wall is one of the most valuable services gut bacteria
provide. Indeed, rather than being agents of destruction, they
are, like other fermenters, invaluable creators as well.
Certain microbes in our bodies can affect our behavior.
The presence of Toxoplasma gondii for instance has been
linked to schizophrenia, obsessive compulsive disorder, and
poor attention and reaction times. The amount of energy
obtained from a portion of food varies according to the
kind of bacteria living in our gut. Some microbes control
appetite and some affect mental function and mood.
Research at the Alimentary Pharmabotic Centre (APC) at
University College Cork has revealed that the human
microbiome emerged as the crucial moderator in the
interactions between food and our body, contributing to
our mental and physical health, or switching on a wide
range of diseases including cancer, cardio-metabolic
diseases, allergies, and obesity. Nutrients and microbes are
increasingly regarded as key players, even where the
complete disease mechanisms remain unclear.
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Several modes of interaction between the gut and the
brain have been discovered. Microbiome science indicates
that this is a revelation for psychiatry. “A growing body of
work is implicating the microbiome in a variety of
psychological processes and neuropsychiatric disorders”
says John F. Cryan (2019), principal investigator in the
APC Faculty. “These include mood and anxiety disorders,
neurodevelopmental disorders such as autism spectrum
disorder, schizophrenia and even neurodegenerative
disorders such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases”.
Mental Health
In the opening episode of Ulysses “Telemachus”, Buck
Mulligan relates his conversation with a man he met in The
Ship Tavern, who thought his friend Stephen should be up
in “Dottyville” on account of his having g.p.i. (general
paralysis of the insane). Kevin Birmingham (2014) takes
this a step further in The Most Dangerous Book in which he
devotes a chapter to the likelihood of Joyce’s iritis and
other severe eye conditions being the result of the
bacterium treponema pallidum, that causes syphilis (289).
Many doctors have suggested that the cause of Joyce’s
severe eye conditions was diet, and John Quinn, his
American sponsor, who also defended the Little Review in
the court case taken against the publishers for serializing
Ulysses, was convinced that it was to do with the state of his
teeth. Of course, diet and afflictions of the teeth would be
related. Nutrition in Ireland was poor, and we can witness
this from Joyce’s alter-ego Stephen Dedalus’s description of
his boyhood domesticity and the descriptions of his sister
Dilly Dedalus subsisting on bread spread with margarine
or diluting weak cocoa with the water from steeped
oatmeal (576).
Joyce intuitively perceived the gut/brain axis: “If they
had no body, they would have no mind—it’s all the one” he
told Frank Budgen (1972), and on closer reading it can be
deduced that the word stomach in Ulysses is never used
about food but in connection with thought processes, such
as “I couldn’t stomach the idea” (in “Telemachus”), “faulty
eye focus is bad for the stomach nerves” (“Lotus Eaters”),
and “I could hear it in the pit of the stomach” (“Cyclops”).
If the gut is a gateway to the mind, can we diagnose how
eating and digesting affects the behavior of the characters in
Ulysses and tell us something about their feelings?
Depression, anger, fear, instability, anxiety and other forms
of physical and mental dysfunction are determined by what
they eat. We are what we eat, Bloom seems to say, when he
makes such comments as “a hungry man is an angry man”
(161), or “peace and war depend on some fellow’s digestion”
(163). He believes that codfish is brain food, that oysters
make men more potent, and vegetarian food produces
poetic waves in the brain (158). Recent studies indicate that
patients with depression have a gut dysbiosis which can be
reversed by eating a plant-based diet with high content of
grains, fiber, and fish.
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In her book The Joyce of Cooking (1986) Alison
Armstrong puts forward a convincing argument for a
“psychonutritional” literary theory through which to
observe characters; and a phenomenological psychoanalysis
of food choices. Since Armstrong’s proposal we have
discovered much more scientific based knowledge of the
gut-brain axis. Armstrong asks to what degree are Bloom’s
food choices symptomatic of his emotional perception of
external factors (229). Whereas today we are closer to
understanding how these emotions may be initially
conditioned by the food we eat, not the other way round.
What could be deduced about the diets of Denis Breen
or Cashel Boyle O’Connor Fitzmaurice Tisdell Farrell,
both referred to as “dotty” at one time or another in the
text (152 and 696)? Or of O’Callaghan, the half-crazy
faddist who wears a suit of brown paper (“Eumeaus”)? Mr
Purefoy, apparently a compulsive obsessive, eats his food
“thirty-two chews to the minute”, but there is “method in
his madness” because by adding soda to the milk he is
drinking, the fermentation process begins before it hits his
stomach (153). Analyzing the microbial composition of
foods eaten in Ulysses could determine significant
personality traits. Alison Armstrong suggests that the
blind stripling is probably low in blood sugar, that Bloom
has high levels of cholesterol, and that Boylan suffers from
hypoglycemia. It is also possible that Stephen’s mood
swings are caused by too much fried bread, weak tea and an
overindulgence of alcohol (226).
If only we knew it, Joyce was way ahead of his time in
understanding the digestion of foods and the importance
of microbes to mental well-being. Probiotic foods contain
live bacteria and are found in products such as cheese,
yogurts and fermented foods and beverages. Experiments
at UCC’s School of Food and Nutritional Sciences have
discovered that a certain probiotic species found in some
fermented foods and particular varieties of yogurt has a
measurable effect on stress levels and mood, altering the
levels of certain neurotransmitters in the brain. The
microorganisms in probiotics have health benefits that
restore the gut flora and this discovery is attributed to Élie
Metchnikoff and his daily intake of soured milk. Both
Metchnikoff and sour milk are referenced in Ulysses, along
with the intake of “mity” Gorgonzola cheese (163).
Prebiotic foods have plenty of fiber and feed the good
bacteria that already live in our gut. They also promote
regular bowel movements. Foods that contain prebiotics
and appear in Ulysses are onions, garlic, apples, honey,
burgundy, grains such as barley, oats and wheat but
especially cocoa, Bloom’s “collation for a gentile”, his
comfort food for Stephen (629).
Conclusion
Joyce’s references in his novel to the stimuli that are
produced and perceived within the body through the
introduction of food, are translated into corrupt syntax
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and sentence and paragraph construction, making Ulysses a
highly unusual and innovative text. As Bloom remarks,
“Never know whose thoughts you’re chewing” (162). There
are many ways in which the microbiome is connected to
brain health, says John Cryan, oftentimes it is hard to
differentiate where the causative elements lie—in the brain
or in the gut … therefore the two organs should not be seen
separately but rather as a vastly more complex ecosystem (45).
Likewise the peristaltic language of the episode
corresponds to the proprioceptive actions of Bloom. The
descriptions of softening and breaking down the seedcake
into a different shape and placing it in the mouth of
another, or the rhythmic linguistic effects of stool passing,
are more significant than the actual deeds, because they are
reaching places and expressing feelings that go beyond
mere words giving the reader an overriding sensory
experience through the accumulated text. Whether it’s
joining Bloom in the toilet or sharing meals with him in
various Dublin establishments, in Joyce’s Ulysses there is
always plenty to chew on and inwardly digest.
Notes
1. Joyce owned a small book called The Chemistry of the
Garden (1910) by Herbert Cousins. I have identified
the vocabulary Joyce uses to describe the state of the
soil in Bloom’s garden, and how to manure it, is a direct
recycling of the language in Cousins’ gardening manual.
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